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The Man in Black

Ruth loves the bookshop at Jarrolds. Just a few steps down from the worldly pleasures of perfume and make-up (she admires the packaging, all sharp corners and minty colours, but never knows how to apply it) and she is among friends. She moves in an almost trance-like state around the shelves. Although this is a department in a busy department store, it has a proper bookshop feel, a sense that you could get lost behind Local History and not be found for several days.

Ruth is not looking for anything in particular. She is killing time before a meeting at Norwich museum but, somehow, she finds that she is holding two new crime novels and a book about stone circles. She’ll buy the books and sit in the café reading for ten minutes. The coffee is very good, she remembers.

Ruth moves towards the till. It’s nearly Hallowe’en and the children’s section of the shop is decorated with giant spiders’ webs and glowing arachnids. There’s even a scarecrow propped up in an armchair. Should she buy a book for Kate, her daughter? Nothing supernatural. Kate’s birthday is on November the first and Ruth thinks that she was lucky to avoid All Hallows’ Eve and land on All Saints’ Day instead. But Kate likes all sorts of books, from grim dystopian fantasies to The Princess Diaries. She has even shown a rather worrying interest in the lives of the saints. Besides, Kate will definitely say, ‘Have you bought anything for me?’ when she sees the Jarrolds bag.

Ruth pushes through the web and then stifles a small shriek. The scarecrow has risen out of its chair and is addressing her.

‘Dr Galloway?’

The use of her title reassures Ruth. She sees now that the pile of clothes has transformed itself into a tall, bearded man in black.

‘Yes,’ she says, backing into Middle Grade Fiction.

‘I’m a friend of Cathbad’s,’ says the apparition.

This doesn’t surprise Ruth. Cathbad is a druid and one of Ruth’s best friends. He also has a habit of popping up where he is least expected. Clearly this living scarecrow is one of his emissaries.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ says Ruth.

‘Likewise.’ The man grins, showing discoloured teeth. Despite this, he is younger than Ruth first thought, with dark hair only lightly streaked with grey.

‘Are you looking for a children’s book?’ says the man.

‘Yes. For my daughter. She’s ten.’

‘Try this.’ The man is holding a book which he passes to Ruth. It’s called The Land of the Hyter Sprites and has a rather beautiful cover, green with blue snakes meandering across it. The title sounds a bit childish but when Ruth opens the book, the type is small and she catches the words ‘subterranean’ and ‘surreal’. This will do for Kate.

‘Thank you,’ she says.

‘Be sure to tell Cathbad that you’ve seen me.’

‘I didn’t catch your name.’

‘People call me Raven.’

Of course they do.


‘Did you get anything for me?’ Kate greets Ruth with a hug and a frisk, looking for hidden presents.

‘A book.’ Ruth proffers the purple bag.

Kate rips it open and looks at the green and blue book. ‘Cool,’ she says at last.

Ruth now feels that she has to hand over one of the crime novels to her babysitter, Clara.

‘For you.’

‘Thank you! I love this series.’

So do I, thinks Ruth. Well, she can always buy another.

‘Everything OK?’

The scene is certainly very peaceful. Kate’s homework books are out on the table, as is Clara’s laptop. Ruth knows that Clara is studying for yet another degree, this time in psychology.

‘Fine,’ says Clara, although Ruth thinks that she looks strained. Maybe all this written work, on top of babysitting and bar work, is proving too much. ‘I was watching the local news.’

‘Another cat has gone missing,’ says Kate, not looking up from her book.

There has been a rather worrying spate of cat abductions in north Norfolk recently. Ruth thanks the gods for her remote location. She doesn’t know what she’d do without her cat, Flint.

‘Flint’s upstairs on your bed,’ says Clara, reading her mind. ‘I hope that’s OK.’

‘It’s fine.’ Flint lives a charmed, rule-free existence. There’s more chance of Ruth sleeping on the floor than there is of Flint roughing it.

‘I’d better get back before Donner and Blitzen have chewed up my flat.’ Clara has recently acquired two kittens, tiny ginger lords of misrule. Ruth is willing to bet that they will have destroyed something in their owner’s absence.

‘Are you seeing Francis this weekend?’ Through the mysterious powers of Tinder, Clara has also acquired a new boyfriend.

‘Yes. We’re going to see the seals at Blakeney Point. That’s a wholesome-sounding date, isn’t it?’

‘It certainly is.’ Ruth and Kate have often been to see the seals though Ruth thinks that late October might not be the best time for a boat trip. ‘Hope it doesn’t rain,’ she says.

‘Of course it will rain,’ says Clara. But she doesn’t seem too depressed at the prospect. She waves goodbye and runs out to her car.

Kate is still engrossed in the hyter sprites.

Kate reads until late. When Ruth goes to bed at ten thirty, she sees Kate’s light still on and finds her halfway through the book, Flint watching disapprovingly from the window sill.

Kate is tired and grumpy in the morning. Ruth has to work hard to get them both ready for school and work. She drops Kate off at the cheerful gates of her primary school (mission statement: We Have Fun) and drives to the University of North Norfolk where she spends a cheery day lecturing on archaeology, bones and long-dead bodies.

She’s back at the gates at three thirty. Usually the childminder collects Kate but Sandra is away and so Ruth has to take what her ex-boss Phil would definitely call a half day. Ruth has always found the other mothers rather intimidating – they all seem to know each other and stand in a circle ringed by buggies – so she’s very pleased to see Cathbad sitting under a tree reading a book. Cathbad’s son Michael is in Kate’s year and he also has a daughter in Reception.

‘Hallo,’ says Ruth. ‘What are you reading?’

He shows her the title. This Hollow Land: Aspects of Norfolk Folklore by Peter Tolhurst.

‘I met a friend of yours in Jarrolds,’ says Ruth. ‘In the book department.’

‘Oh really?’ says Cathbad, marking his place with a fallen leaf. ‘Who?’

‘He said that people call him Raven.’

‘Raven. He’s hasn’t been around for a few years. In fact there were rumours that he was dead. I’m glad he’s resurfaced.’

Resurfaced. Ruth imagines the bearded figure rising from the earth, up through the basements and floorboard of Jarrolds, to materialise in the children’s fiction section.

‘He recommended a book,’ says Ruth. ‘I have to say Kate’s enjoying it.’

And, when the children come racing towards them, trailing pictures and PE bags, Kate is still holding the book. She shows it to Cathbad.

‘The hyter sprites,’ he says. ‘They’re in this book.’ He taps This Hollow Land. ‘I’ve heard a few local legends about them. They’re usually described as malignant pixies who capture children and small animals. Children used to be told to hurry home in case the hyter sprites got them.’

‘They’re small with long whiskers and green eyes,’ says Kate authoritatively. ‘And they live in the tunnels under Blakeney.’

‘Are there tunnels under Blakeney?’ Ruth asks Cathbad.

‘There are tunnels everywhere in Norfolk,’ says Cathbad, ‘but the tunnel in Blakeney has never been found. It’s said to run from the Guildhall to the Friary. Have you heard about the violinist and the cat?’

It sounds like the start of a joke but Ruth knows that Cathbad is not much of a one for stand-up comedy. ‘No,’ she says.

‘A violinist went into the Blakeney tunnel years ago, accompanied by his white cat. It was said that you could hear him playing underground and then, suddenly, the music stopped. The man and his cat were never seen again. There’s a carving of them on the village signpost.’

This makes Ruth think about the disappearing cats and makes her irrationally anxious to get home to Flint. She’s nervous all the way home. Kate is still reading her book (one of her super-powers is being able to read in cars), and the day, which started bright, is becoming stormy. As Ruth drives across the marshes – the road the highest thing for miles around – she can see purple clouds massing over the sea. The horizon is first hazy, then disappears altogether as the rain moves inland. Ruth and Kate make it inside just in time. Flint yawns at them from the sofa.

‘Sweetheart.’ Ruth picks him up and cuddles him, which he endures by impersonating a ragdoll cat.

‘Your phone’s buzzing,’ says Kate, looking up from her book.

It’s Clara.

‘Oh, Ruth. I don’t know what to do. Donner and Blitzen have gone missing.’


‘Let me get this straight. You want me to investigate two missing cats?’

‘Six missing cats,’ says Ruth. ‘Six have vanished altogether.’

‘It’s Saturday,’ says DCI Nelson. ‘I’m off duty.’ Actually, Nelson is on leave at the moment but he’s not about to miss seeing Kate. Ruth tries not to exploit her connection with one of Norfolk’s senior police officers, but this is clearly an emergency.

‘Here.’ Ruth pushes a piece of paper across the table. ‘I’ve made a list.’

Nelson’s lips twitch. A liking for lists is one of the few things he and Ruth have in common.


Simon – ginger tom, 6 years old. Disappeared in Binham.

Betsy – tortoiseshell female, about 10. Disappeared in Stiffkey.

Scamander – b&w, 3 years old. Disappeared in Blakeney.

Ginger tom – name and age unknown. Disappeared in Morston.

Donner and Blitzen – 10-month-old kittens. Disappeared in Blakeney.

‘Anything else?’ says Nelson. ‘Any distinguishing marks? Unusual personality quirks?’

‘Simon only has one eye,’ says Ruth. She suspects that Nelson is not taking this entirely seriously. ‘And Betsy apparently has a skin condition.’

Nelson looks like he’s about to ask another facetious question but, at that moment, Kate rushes into the room and throws herself on him.

‘Dad!’

‘Hallo, Katie love.’

It’s Kate, says Ruth silently. Nelson can never rid himself of the habit of adding ‘ie’ to their daughter’s name. Ruth has almost – but not quite – given up reminding him. He does it with his three-year-old son, George, too. Ruth wonders if Nelson’s wife, Michelle, protests when Nelson calls him ‘Georgie’. She doubts it somehow.

‘The cats all lived near Blakeney,’ says Ruth. ‘And almost all are ginger.’

‘We should get a criminal profiler in,’ says Nelson.

‘We should,’ says Ruth, ‘but we’ve got to make do with you.’

‘OK,’ says Nelson, holding the list at arm’s length. Ruth knows that he needs his glasses and is rather pleased that he’s usually too vain to wear them in front of her. ‘There’s a clear geographical link, also, the time frame is quite tight. All the animals disappeared over a three-week period. We might be looking at a series of abductions but we might not. I mean, cats go missing all the time. They just wander off.’

Flint, who is sitting on the sofa, gives Nelson a sharp look. Unlike Ruth and Kate, he is not a fan of Norfolk’s senior police officer.

‘Clara’s cats didn’t wander off,’ says Ruth. ‘She lives in a flat and they aren’t allowed out.’

‘That certainly makes it more interesting. What happened to Clara’s cats?’

‘She’d been out, working the lunchtime shift in the pub. When she got in, the balcony doors were open and the cats were gone. Her flat’s on the first floor so I suppose someone could have climbed up.’

‘A cat burglar,’ says Nelson.

‘It’s not funny,’ says Kate. ‘Clara was crying.’

Ruth and Kate had driven straight over to Clara’s yesterday, braving the wind and the rain. They found Clara sitting on the floor, hugging the kittens’ blanket. ‘Who would do this, Ruth?’ she said, her face swollen with tears. ‘They’re still so little. How will they survive?’

Nelson becomes serious immediately. ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘But it’s hard to know where to start looking. Legally, cats are the property of their owner so, if they were taken, it’s theft. But I can’t see Super Jo spending much manpower on this.’

Ruth rather admires glamorous Superintendent Jo Archer but she can’t imagine her taking much interest in missing pets. It’s as ridiculous as the idea that cats belong to their owners.

‘We could look in Blakeney,’ says Kate. ‘We could see the seals too.’

Ruth thinks that this has been in Kate’s mind ever since she heard of Clara’s weekend plans.

‘Maybe you’ll find the secret tunnel,’ she says.

‘Oh, I know where the tunnel is,’ says Kate. ‘It was in that book. I finished it last night. I’ll show you if you like. You’d better come too, Mum.’


As they pass the village sign, Ruth spots the violinist. He stands, bespectacled and bewigged, accompanied by his white cat, looking rather sad. Well, maybe they’ll find him today. Or his remains. The thought doesn’t exactly fill Ruth with excitement, although human remains are her speciality.

Kate says that the tunnel is in the church. St Nicholas’ Church is famous for having two towers, one a solid edifice on top of the main building, the other a slim column at the opposite end. A light is glowing in the narrow tower, very visible in the grey, misty morning.

‘It’s for ships,’ says Cathbad, who materialised at Ruth’s cottage just in time to make one of the party. ‘It’s said that sailors used the two towers to guide them over the sandbanks. If you lined them up together, you were on course for the channel that led you safely to shore. This was in the days before the harbour silted up, of course.’

A crossing place, thinks Ruth. That most magical of pathways.

‘The tunnel’s inside the church,’ says Kate, who can be single-minded when she wants to be. ‘By a strained glass window.’

No one corrects her. They park by the graveyard and make their way into the church. The building looks very large and impressive now that they are closer, rising out of the ground like a ghost ship in full sail. It’s very dark inside, the only light filtered through the coloured glass. It smells, like all old churches, of candle wax, flower stalks and damp.

‘Which stained glass window is it?’ says Cathbad.

‘St Nicholas.’

‘What’s he the saint of?’ says Nelson. ‘Besides being Santa, of course.’

It’s Kate who answers. ‘Sailors, archers and repentant thieves.’

‘Jo Archer would love that,’ mutters Nelson. Ruth wanders through the cool church, reading the memorials to those lost at sea. She’s very conscious of Nelson walking beside her, almost close enough for her to touch his hand. Kate, meanwhile, is examining the windows in great detail and, eventually, she shouts, ‘I’ve found him!’

St Nicholas stands by a side altar. He’s dressed in red and wears what Ruth thinks is a bishop’s hat. Behind him ships bob on a blue-green sea.

Kate is kneeling at his feet where there is a small cat portrayed in orange glass.

‘Under the cat,’ she says.

Directly under the cat is a memorial stone. ‘Sacred to the memory of Felix Macavity, Musician.’ Cathbad, kneeling beside Kate, pushes at the stone. It moves, very slightly.

‘Jesus wept,’ says Nelson.

‘Very likely,’ answers Cathbad. The stone moves some more and now the church is filled with horrible, unearthly wailing.

‘It’s the violinist,’ says Ruth, before she can help herself.

‘I think it’s a cat,’ says Cathbad.

The stone has now moved aside to reveal a black square, the entrance to a tunnel. A horrible smell is now added to the caterwauling.

‘I could crawl in,’ says Kate.

‘No!’ says Ruth and Nelson together.

‘I’ll have a look,’ says Cathbad. He inserts his head into the hole, then moves further in. His voice echoes against centuries of stone.

‘There’s a hollow space here. It’s full of cats.’

When he emerges, he is holding two tiny orange kittens in his arms.


Ruth rings Clara from the car park. By the time she has arrived, Cathbad has rescued all six cats. He has also found a bus pass belonging to Francis Matthews.

When Clara has finished cuddling her kittens, Ruth hands her the bus pass.

‘Francis?’ she says. ‘He stole the cats? Why?’

‘I don’t know. Nelson’s on his way to see him now.’

Helped by the vicar and the verger, Cathbad has got the cats into various boxes and baskets. The church is full of voices, laughter and angry meowing.

Clara looks at Ruth, wet-eyed. ‘I’m done with men. From now on, it’ll just be me and the cats.’

‘It’s a pretty good way to live,’ says Ruth.


‘I knew it was him,’ says Kate, in bed that night. ‘St Francis. Patron saint of animals.’

Ruth hadn’t wanted Kate to read that book about the saints, but she supposes that it came in useful in the end. As did The Land of the Hyter Sprites. Nelson says that Francis Matthews was obsessed with saving animals he thought were being mistreated. He’d taken one-eyed Simon and bedraggled Betsy because he felt sorry for them. He took Donner and Blitzen because he considered it cruel that they were never allowed outside. Francis was also a ‘sidesman’ at the church, one of those mysterious clerical jobs which meant he knew about the secret space, which wasn’t so much a tunnel as a hidden cupboard. Francis is being charged with theft, which doesn’t quite seem enough.

Kate soon settles down to sleep, worn out with heroism. Ruth takes The Land of the Hyter Sprites from her bedside table and goes downstairs to read it.

‘There is a land below this one,’ she reads, ‘a place of secret pathways and unspoken words . . .’

Ruth turns the book over and looks at the cover. The Land of the Hyter Sprites by R.B. Stone. Those blue snakes are actually tunnels, she realises. She thinks of the memorial stone below the stained-glass window. Felix Macavity, Musician. Felix the cat. Macavity the mystery cat.

She rings Cathbad. ‘Can you remember Raven’s real name?’

‘Robert, I think. Or Richard. I remember his surname though. Stone.’

So Raven hadn’t come back from the dead. He wasn’t an emissary sent from heaven to point the way to the stolen cats. He was that familiar figure in bookshops the world over. An author loitering by his book, urging passers-by to read it.

Note:

Jarrolds is real.

Blakeney is real.

St Nicholas’ Church is real.

The legend of the hyter sprites is as real as a legend can be.

You can see the violinist and his cat on the Blakeney sign.

This Hollow Land by Peter Tolhurst is real.

The Land of the Hyter Sprites by R.B. Stone is imaginary.

The hiding place in the church is imaginary.

R.B. Stone is imaginary, as are all the characters in this story.





Articulation

It’s the worst thing, being called in to a private construction. Usually, when bones are found, it’s on a building site. The foreman informs the police and then they send a forensic archaeologist. They’re always expecting a man and, when they see me, five foot nothing and looking, in my high-vis jacket and wellingtons, like a sixth former on a field trip, there’s a flood of witty banter, like the milky-brown water that sloshes around inside the cement mixer. ‘Hallo, blondie.’ ‘Come over here and hold my trowel, darling.’ I blush easily and know that my face is bright red as I trudge through the mud, falling over the apparently random piles of bricks that spring up all over these places, until I get to the hole where, amidst the rubble and builders’ detritus, I see the tell-tale gleam of a human bone.

Because that’s what a forensic archaeologist does. We look at buried bodies and we can tell, by the way the soil lies on top of a corpse, whether they were deliberately laid in the earth. We look for clues, we read the landscape. Nettles, for example, prefer soil with a high nitrogen content. So, if you have nettles growing in your garden, you may have a body buried there. You think I’m joking but I’m not. Any big city is built on top of bones: graveyards, plague pits, fever hospitals, charnel houses. Richard III was found under a car park because that’s what urban car parks are. They’re places where archaeologists know something or someone is buried so they can’t build a house or an office block on top. What they do is slap some tarmac over the site and park cars on it.

And what often happens is that some young couple, dreaming of private ownership after years of renting, buys a plot of land. They start building their dream house and, after a bit of digging, they find bones. A forensic archaeologist comes in and holds everyone up, digging up the bones – oh so carefully, one by one – examining them, photo-graphing them. Then they send samples off for carbon-14 testing, which could take weeks or even months. No wonder the fresh-faced young couple soon become choleric with anger. No wonder they swear at the archaeologist, weep at them and sometimes clumsily offer a bribe. Because this isn’t the way the dream of home-ownership is meant to go. It never happens on Grand Designs or any one of those myriad programmes where photogenic thirty-somethings build fantasies of chrome, glass and exposed brickwork. Kevin McCloud never has to stop work because some old shin bone is found in a drain. It’s just not part of the plan.

And, after all that, the bones always turn out to be Victorian or earlier. Then, unless they are really archaeologically interesting, the building work goes on, in an atmosphere of sullen resentment, and a brand-new house is built on top of the skeleton and its fellows. Because, if you’ve got one body, there are probably others. Sleep well, I often think, as I drive past a year later, on top of that paupers’ graveyard. The Outcast Dead, they’re sometimes called. The bodies thrown into unmarked graves; the lepers, the paupers, the prostitutes. Unimportant then and now. But not forgotten by me.

But, as soon as I got to number 14 Shelley Drive, it was different. The builder, Mark Wallace, was also the home-owner. He was doing everything himself: surveying, plans, construction work, the lot. But he wasn’t a typical home-improvement type. He was considerate, intelligent, even a little sad.

‘It was our dream, me and my wife,’ he told me, that first day, as we drank tea in a prefabricated hut surrounded by mud and abandoned machinery. ‘We had a little bungalow here but we always planned to knock it down and build our dream house. Took us ten years to raise enough money and . . . well, here I am.’

I didn’t need to ask about his wife. It was obvious she wasn’t around any more. Mark had the look of a man on his own. Not that he seemed lonely or pathetic in any way. He was always smartly dressed, clean and well-shaven, smelling of expensive soap. But I knew that he slept in the hut; I’d seen the folded camp bed and the suitcase. I didn’t know where he had showers and used the lemon-scented soap. He talked about staying with friends but no one ever came to the site.

I started on the excavation that morning. The man driving the mechanical digger had spotted what looked like a human bone when he was churning up soil for the foundations. He had stopped work and informed the police. And the police had sent me. Climbing into the pit, I gently exposed the margins of the bone with a pointing trowel. It was a femur and I could see at once that another bone was attached.

‘It’s articulated,’ I said.

‘What does that mean?’

‘Connected,’ I said. ‘It could mean that we’ve got a whole skeleton.’

I worked all day, exposing the bones but not moving them. It’s important for an archaeologist to get a proper look at bones in situ. Position can be very important. A body lying from east to west could indicate a Christian burial, for example. Sometimes felons are buried face down, and there are even cases of mutilation after death to prevent evil spirits from escaping. It’s a good idea, too, to let the bones dry out in the sunlight as this can harden them. And it was a sunny day. After a few hours sweat was trickling down my back and I knew that my face was fuchsia red.

Mark brought me cold lemonade (he had a mini-fridge in the hut) and we sat on planks laid over the mud and talked.

‘It must be an interesting job, being a forensic archaeologist,’ he said.

‘It is interesting,’ I said. ‘I like excavating bones, I like the order of it. I could never have taught, I’m not articulate enough. I get nervous talking to people. I never fancied working in a museum. So fieldwork was all there was, really.’

‘You don’t seem nervous now,’ he said.

‘One-to-one is different,’ I said.

The skeleton was lying in a shallow grave. Although the top soil had been disturbed by the digger, the layers lower down were intact. This meant that the body had, at some point, been buried deliberately. From the pelvis and the length of the bones I deduced that the deceased was female. When I saw the skull, I was sure. Male skulls have prominent brow ridges and larger nuchal crests. This skull was small and smooth across the brow, the teeth small too, with a gap between the front two. When I told Mark about the brow ridges, he said, ‘Does that mean we’re all Neanderthals?’

‘All Europeans have between one and four per cent Neanderthal DNA,’ I told him.

Mark went to the shop and bought us sandwiches for lunch. We ate them sitting on the planks, drinking water from bottles and talking about our lives. Mark was from Essex, he’d left school at sixteen and worked all round the world. He’d met his wife, Leah, while backpacking in Vietnam. ‘She was into all that hippie scene,’ he said with a smile, ‘but it gets boring in the end and the music’s terrible.’ He played bass guitar, he told me, and had been in a group called Boromir’s Horn. I told him about school and university, how my life had been crippled by shyness until I met Steven, who had been too self-absorbed to notice it.

In the afternoon, I excavated the bones. I lifted them out of the earth, one by one, and brushed them clean with a child’s toothbrush. Then I marked each bone with a tiny number in indelible pencil and ticked them off my skeleton sheet. Mark watched me. By the time I had finished it was nearly nine but still light, the air heavy with pollen and the sounds of the city in summer: children playing in gardens, cars hooting, the far-off siren call of an ice-cream van.

‘You’ll be late home,’ said Mark.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said and felt myself blushing, because I knew I’d given something away.

But Mark didn’t say anything. He helped me put the bones into evidence bags, which I then packed into a cardboard box, wedged around with newspaper. Mark laughed when he saw that it was from a butcher’s.

‘Very appropriate.’

‘Actually I’m a vegetarian,’ I said.

There was a silence. We were standing by my car, an old VW Golf. Mark’s car, a new Audi, stood in the driveway. It didn’t look like a car that belonged to a man who slept in a hut.

‘So what happens now?’ said Mark. ‘Will you be able to date the bones?’

‘It’s difficult,’ I said. ‘They don’t look very old but the soil is clay which can have a preservative effect. I’ll send some samples away for carbon-14 testing. That’ll give us a better idea.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Carbon-14 is present in the earth’s atmosphere. Plants take it in, animals eat plants, we eat animals. So we all absorb carbon-14 until the day we die. By measuring the amount of carbon-14 left in a bone, we can estimate how old it is.’

‘How accurate is it?’

‘Plus or minus about a hundred years,’ I said.

Mark laughed. ‘I thought you’d say it would tell you exactly when a person was killed.’

‘Nothing’s that accurate,’ I said. ‘Carbon-14 testing can be skewed by lots of things – solar flares, sun spots, nuclear testing. Results can take up to six weeks.’

But somehow I knew that Mark would contact me the next day. He rang and suggested a meal in south London. It was warm enough to sit outside, one of those evenings when London feels like Paris or Rome. We ate delicious vegetarian food and drank white wine. He told me more about his wife. ‘Leah was a wild child,’ he said. ‘Dyed hair, home-made tattoos. My parents disapproved of her but I thought she was the most exciting person I’d ever met.’

I told him about my ex-fiancé, Steven. ‘He wasn’t exciting and my parents approved too much. He was an accountant, very sensible, very steady. They couldn’t believe it when I broke off the engagement.’

‘Why did you?’

‘Because he bored me senseless,’ I said.

That wasn’t the only reason. It was also because, although I could envisage a future of regular mortgage payments and half-board holidays in Devon, I couldn’t quite face up to a lifetime of faking orgasms. But, that evening, when Mark put his hand on my arm to steer me across Wandsworth High Street, I knew that wouldn’t be our problem. He took me back to the hut and we made love on an old tarpaulin, the foxes singing in the background.


The carbon-14 results took almost two months, by which time Mark was living with me in my bedsit, just until our dream home was completed. I had done many other tests on the bones found in Shelley Drive. I had found, for example, a mark on the femur that could have been a sign of a periosteal infection. There are many causes of such infections, including bone disease or a home-made tattoo that has become septic. I didn’t say anything to Mark. Hadn’t he said, that first day, ‘I thought you’d say it would tell you exactly when a person was killed’? When they were killed, not when they died. I knew even before I saw Leah’s gap-toothed grin in her wedding photos. I knew that Leah wasn’t in Marrakesh with her new lover. But I didn’t articulate this knowledge.

The test results, when they came, were inconclusive. The bones were anything from ten to a hundred years old. I didn’t recommend referral to the coroner. Work started on the house again. Our double bedroom with its ensuite bathroom was full of light and the dappled reflections of trees. It was spring again by the time that we moved in, the cherry blossom was in flower and Mark carried me over the threshold. It turns out that you can sleep quite happily over a burial ground. Ask anyone in London.





Castles in the Air

I got this job because I hate books. At least that’s what the bookshop manager, Mr McGuire, said. I didn’t think I had a chance, to be honest. There aren’t many jobs in this town and I knew there’d be loads of applicants. My A levels were in DT, IT and PE. My mum said that I’d picked them because I prefer initials to real words, and she had a point. Anyway, my grades weren’t that good and I thought you might need English to work in a bookshop. I also thought that it might be a bit of a girl’s job. But Mr McGuire said that he was fed up with all these girls bleating on about how they absolutely loved books, books were their life, they’d just die if they didn’t have a book by their side every second of the day. ‘They might love books,’ he said on my first day in the shop, ‘but can they stack boxes or organise a spreadsheet? Can they make a good cappuccino? Believe me, boy, that’s the future of bookshops. Cappuccinos.’

Mr McGuire is building a coffee shop on the second floor. It’s going to take up the whole of the travel and biography sections. He’s going to have me trained to make proper Italian coffee.

‘I’m going to be a barista,’ I told Mum.

‘I’m so proud,’ she said. ‘I always wanted you to do law.’ Mum likes to think she’s funny. It’s because she reads Private Eye. She’s an artist and, when I was younger, I used to get embarrassed because she didn’t dress like other mothers. She’d turn up to collect me from school in a smock covered with paint, or a short skirt and crazily patterned tights. I bought her a tracksuit for her fortieth and she never wore it once. Now I’m quite proud of her for being different. She’s brought up my brother and me on her own (my dad left when I was ten) and she hasn’t done too bad a job. My brother’s dead clever, he’s only fourteen but he’s the school chess champion and he’s grade eight on the French horn. And he reads all the time. ‘It’s just you, Dylan,’ says Mum, ‘who thinks books are the enemy.’

When people hear that my name’s Dylan they think that it’s after Bob Dylan or that Welsh poet. But, no, trust Mum. It’s after some dozy rabbit in a children’s TV programme that was on about a million years ago. It was called The Magic Roundabout and Mr McGuire says it was really all about drugs. That doesn’t surprise me. I think Mum was pretty wild in her art school days. My brother’s called Ozzie which doesn’t sound so bad until you find out that it’s after a poem called ‘Ozymandias’. Poor kid.

I don’t know quite when my battle against books started. I think I used to read when I was Ozzie’s age or younger. There were these cool books about Vikings that I really liked. Then, I don’t know, books started to get longer and more boring. I got a Nintendo DS and spent most of my time playing on that. The final straw was having to do Of Mice and Men for GCSE. I hated that book. Lennie was obviously a homicidal maniac with a rabbit fixation and George wasn’t much better. It was only set for the lower stream because it was short (and they probably thought we’d identify with Lennie). When I finished it I swore I’d never read a novel again. By the time I was eighteen, I hadn’t read a book for nearly two years.

Mum used to try to get me to read (exciting-looking parcels under the tree that turned out to be – gee thanks – a book) but she gave up in the end. Even so I think she was quite proud of me for getting the job in the bookshop. She was a bit worried when I didn’t want to go to college. My A levels weren’t up to much but I would probably have got in to read PE somewhere. But just the word ‘read’ put me off. More books, even when you’re doing PE? No thanks. But working in a bookshop was quite a respectable job. Best of all, it was interesting. Mum’s highest term of praise.

It was on an interesting morning in early September that I met her. I spotted her immediately because she was standing by the poetry shelves reading a book. We don’t get many Readers, as Mr McGuire calls them. ‘Readers aren’t Buyers,’ he says, ‘so we don’t want to encourage them. No chairs or sofas or cosy corners where they can curl up and forget the world. Overhead lighting and wipe-clean surfaces. That’s what keeps the Readers away.’

But the overhead lighting didn’t seem to have deterred this girl. She was leaning against the wall, apparently absorbed in her book. That was the first thing I noticed. The second thing was her hair. She had this long, reddish-brown plait that fell below her waist. I remember thinking that it was like a rope, that if you were drowning you could grab onto it and save your life. God knows why that went through my mind. I’m not the sort of person to fantasise about drowning, or about girls for that matter. Oh, I like girls, don’t get me wrong. It’s just that so far my relationships had been more the ‘wanna go out?’ ‘don’t mind’ variety. In fact ‘relationship’ seemed too big a word for them. Those bookish girls have relationships; the rest of us just go out.

‘Go and
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